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ABSTRACT
The Miseducation of Simon Kraus is a feature-length film produced, written, directed,
and edited by Michael J. Diaz as part of the requirements for earning a Master of Fine Arts in
Film & Digital Media from the University of Central Florida. The thematic aim of the film is to
paint a portrait of the Millennial Generation on the microcosm, by following the story of an
apathetic protagonist whose dreams and ambitions are threatened by his own character. The
statements, documents, and images contained herein serve to record the experience and
motivation behind the film.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
The Miseducation of Simon Kraus is a love song for my hometown and the individuals
that were close to me during my teens and early twenties. The characters in the film represent
the friends, lovers, and acquaintances that influenced me over the years. Each location that
Simon frequents is a setting from my childhood. And, the narrative itself is patched together
from the stories my friends and I spun while growing up. Years after our tribe split and scattered
and we set upon adulthood I committed to recording each and every triumph and trial we had
faced, despite knowing that these experiences were mundane and unworthy of public mention.
But, with years came distance, and with distance came reflection, and so I came to believe that
our little stories could be formed into a narrative set to the rhythm of an opera.
I hoped to create a distinct tone with The Miseducation of Simon Kraus, a tone that would
encompass the melancholy, uncertainty, and tension that gripped me while living in Melbourne
at the end of my undergraduate career. I knew I wanted to tell a coming-of-age story, but one
without victory or enlightenment or resolution. My friends and I had been aimless and apathetic,
and yet, we still had grandiose dreams that were far-reaching and unattainable; mine was to find
a place in the world as an artist. But all the while a war raged inside my mind and I was forced
to battle self-doubt and reason. How could I ever hope to make a living as an artist? Who was I
to aim for such a selfish career while others more mature and far-sighted than I set about finding
professions that would pay the bills and contribute to society? And, did I even have anything of
value to say?
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Finding the Film
Early on in the search for my thesis project, I halfheartedly began a documentary about a
teenager I had known in Melbourne. He had always been an interesting figure to me, because he
embodied the definition of the term “juvenile delinquent.” Nick hailed from a wealthy family,
and was brilliant and charismatic and determined to lead a life of reckless adventure. He got
away with crimes of vandalism and violence, and never lost his determination to remain
independent of the system. His story was one of many I had encountered in Melbourne over the
years, and I hoped to create a documentary that would highlight both the realities and fantasies of
his story, executed by mixing non-narrative interviews with narrative reenactments of events
past.
I never fully engaged the documentary for a number of reasons. Ultimately, I found it
difficult to allow Nick’s story to unfold organically. I found the interviews raw and uninspiring
and discovered that I was most interested not in the pursuit of truth, but in conveying my own
perception of the antihero’s coming-of-age experience. Nick had been an excuse to meditate on
my hometown, and through him I rediscovered the greater cast of characters that had contributed
to my experiences over the years.
Under Professor Ula Stöckl’s guidance I reflected on the ensemble of personalities I had
encountered in Melbourne as a teenager and young adult. I began jotting experiences down
informally, and slowly transformed this series of disconnected questions and memories into a
script. What resulted after this prolonged period of reflection is the film as it now stands.
As the script evolved, Simon Kraus lost agency over his life. Every move he makes is
entirely reactive; the only major decision he faces is whether or not to obey Taliban Mike and
betray his new love interest’s trust. In the end, Simon makes a villainous move that serves his
2

own self-preservation above all else. I believe I made Simon unable or unwilling to fight the
chaos of his life because, in years past, I felt that my own life was dictated by forces outside of
my control. This sense of helplessness was common amongst my closest friends, and I suspect
that the tendencies listed above match the disposition of my generation, and represent a sort of
cultural identity crisis that Americans are facing in this new century.
The Structure
During pre-production I was completely enveloped in the writing process, which
commanded hours of my time each day for well over a year. I got into the habit of listening to
music while writing in high school, and so I set the mood for writing The Miseducation of Simon
Kraus by playing Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony (and a handful of other symphonies and arias
that I have enjoyed since adolescence). Over time, the music engrained itself into certain
montage sequences I was writing into the film.
Those sequences gradually became more pronounced as I meditated over them, shot by
shot, during the pre-visualization process. What resulted were a series of vignettes, distinct from
the rest of the film in that they were lyrical and married to the works of Beethoven, Mozart, and
Offenbach. I hoped that the vignettes would serve to pause the narrative of the film, and give the
audience a window into Simon’s subconscious view of his own life. Images of adolescent
debauchery set to the beat of a Turkish March or famous aria were designed to be jarring and
comical, and emphasize that Simon’s perception of his life, however mundane, is grandiose and
dramatic.
I did not have as much time as I would have liked to consider the work of a plethora of
prominent directors before beginning production on The Miseducation of Simon Kraus.
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However, the work of Wong Kar-wai proved to be some of the most visually inspiring
scholarship I had yet encountered. I was deeply moved by the alternative structure of the films
2046 and In the Mood for Love. Wong Kar-wai’s films might be considered lyrical and selfreflective; his ability to weave anonymous characters and settings into powerful, cerebral
experiences is to me both staggering and inspiring.
And so, the works of Wong Kar-wai and Christopher Doyle served as a starting point for
the long dialogue I had with my cinematographer, Marco Cordero. Cordero and I began our
search for the visual aesthetic of the film in March of 2009, when we shot the short film
Meditations on Beethoven (which is made up of a series of scenes taken from an early draft of
The Miseducation of Simon Kraus). By the time we began production on the feature in
December of 2009, we had discussed each and every shot to be, and had a clear vision of how
the film would work as a visual piece. My long dialogue with Cordero was instrumental in
developing a style and personality for The Miseducation of Simon Kraus.
Performance
The character of Simon Kraus was cast in February of 2009 for the short, Meditations on
Beethoven. Blake Logan, a local actor who had performed in theater and film over the years,
auditioned for the role of Simon Kraus in February of 2009. We had been auditioning for weeks,
and had found it difficult to find talented men in their twenties to audition for the title role.
Logan’s skills were far beyond anything I had yet encountered. Disheveled and clad in a
corduroy sports coat, a tacky printed T-shirt, torn jeans, and topped with a beanie, Logan took
me by surprise because he looked the part of a young artist when he settled into his chair and
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began reciting Simon’s monologue with a sneer that only a mother could love. I knew, then and
there, that I was looking at Simon Kraus, and I offered him the role the following day.
On the set of Meditations on Beethoven I began to learn about Logan’s strengths. He
delved into the character of Simon with gusto because he related to him on a personal level.
Every moment that Logan was performing I was struck by his penchant for creating character
nuance, for he is the sort of actor who can convey his innermost thoughts with a blink or a
furrowed brow.
Given the character-driven nature of the script, I knew early on that the success of the
film would hinge on performance. With our modest budget, we were unable to pay talent with
the ideal level of experience, and were forced to search the Central Florida area for more than
two months to find our cast. I believe that pulling Logan onto the project so early in preproduction was fortuitous, in that it allowed us to have a months-long dialogue about Simon
Kraus. Over the period I was able to get to know Logan and build trust and friendship that
would prove vital on set. It was extremely important to me that he feel a sense of belonging and
connection to the production, and through that, confidence in the film itself and in my ability to
lead.
When I cast each of the other principal cast members, I set about getting to know them
individually. My meetings with talent began with coffee and personal discussions, for I hoped to
build trust with each key player. It was vital that the actors knew my motivation for making the
film, that they felt connected to their characters, and that they were free to bring creative license
to the table. By the end of November, I felt that I understood enough about each key performer’s
disposition and history to mold compelling characters on set. Having a well-rounded knowledge
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of each actor’s personality was instrumental in providing me the tools necessary to communicate
with them effectively on set to build nuanced performances.
Production
It was important that the cast and crew enjoyed their experience while making The
Miseducation of Simon Kraus. Unfortunately, I was unable to pay my team and was forced to
rely solely on their personal investment in the project, and I knew that it was both ethical and
productive to make it clear to the team that I was appreciative of their efforts. I am still thankful
to Professor Lisa Cook for her emphatic recommendation that I invest money in getting the cast
and crew hotel accommodations. My producer, James Holden, spent hours on the phone for a
number of days looking for hotels that could offer charitable room prices, and was finally
successful in finding an ideal location just ten minutes from base camp. I believe that this move
was vital in creating and maintaining a good level of morale for most of the players involved in
the production of the film.
Given our ambitious schedule (which entailed shooting an average of five pages per day),
it was important that the shot list remain feasible. I refused to sacrifice performance for a
multitude of shots, so I designed coverage that was both minimal and stylistic, and tailored to the
mood and setting of each scene. Many scenes in difficult locations were shot handheld, while
most scenes that took place inside the house were shot static and with formal composition.
And so, setup time was brief and performance direction remained the central focus of my
energy. I never moved beyond a shot before I was ready, and my production team was excellent
at allowing me the time to obtain a maximum number of takes before moving on. Our highest
number of takes for a shot was 22, and it was rare that I moved on before I had obtained at least
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8 takes (on shots with dialogue performance). Whatever our workflow might have been, I owe
the success of each scene to the talent of my cast, for they invested tremendous energy in
developing their characters internally, long before we arrived in Melbourne. By the time each
key player was placed in front of the camera, they were intimately familiar with the scene at
hand.
I thoroughly enjoyed my first real directing experience. When we wrapped I was more
energetic and inspired than I have ever been, and felt a strong sense of camaraderie with my
team. I owe everything to my cast and crew for building the kind of creative environment in
which I had always dreamed of working.
Editorial
I will never forget when my editor, Eric Carden, showed me the assembly. It was a cold
day in late February, and I had stepped away from the project for a month to decompress and
gain perspective. Carden had been working diligently with the footage, and had reported to me
that he felt the film would soon evolve into a watchable product. However, my blood pressure
skyrocketed as I sat in that cold editing suite at the Center for Emerging Media, watching The
Miseducation of Simon Kraus for the first time. What played before my eyes was a series of
disconnected images that painted no strong narrative and lacked viable characters.
I felt hopeless for the first time since I had started the project. Just when I thought we
had reached the end of the tunnel, I realized there were months and months of work ahead of us.
Most daunting was the revelation that there was no clear path to follow, and I felt great
uncertainty as I left the CEM that day, for I questioned whether or not we had the necessary
material to build a communicative film.
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Carden and I started working side-by-side for a period of months. We began by
assembling the vignettes, and as I saw them form I was relieved. The vignettes were well
composed, and the music was working to create strong emotional tones. When I sat back and
watched the rough cut, I began to realize that the vignettes would serve as anchor points for the
construction of the rest of the narrative. By mid-March, I could hardly wait for each editing
session, as I became obsessed with my project again.
When Carden moved to New York City to pursue a career in post-production, I was
forced to sit with the project on my own. At first I worried that the editorial process would lose
momentum, but it was in the months of May and June that I saw the film take on its own
personality. Having the opportunity to meditate, alone with my film, became the most fulfilling
chapter of the process.
I was fascinated by the way the film changed by leaps and bounds with each edit. I
began to see The Miseducation of Simon Kraus as a tangible universe that was alive, and for me
the editing process became a conversation with the film. I screened each cut for a number of
regular supporters, including Stöckl, and soon discovered that each shot directly affected every
other moment in the narrative. When editing a feature film the power of subconscious perception
becomes clear, and I learned to arrange the images to create certain associations and
disassociations for viewers.
Deciding when to lock the picture was daunting. By October I was aware of the infinite
possibilities for narrative construction, and that I could continue editing the project indefinitely.
I began screening the film for a wider number of people, and received very positive responses
that always came with feedback for change. I made slight alterations to the film based on the
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final advice I gathered, for it was my desire to create a film that would be well received.
However, I began to wonder how much credence to give radical suggestions so late in the game.
What is the balance between remaining faithful to self-expression and being open to suggestion?
One day in mid-October, I sat at the CEM and booted up the computer and hard drive and
began making drastic structural changes to the beginning of the film, for I had exhausted the
possibilities with the structure I had built over the months. But, when I eased back and watched
the reconstructed first act, I had the sense that the film had changed beyond my understanding. I
cannot say whether those changes were positive or negative, but I knew that the film had
suddenly divorced itself from my personal language and vision. And so, as I drove home that
day I realized that the previous edit had been final. Never before was I at a loss for ideas to
change the film, and for me, this meant that I had reached my creative objective. That night I
watched the film, and felt content with the piece as it stood, for it had achieved the rhythm,
structure, and tone that I had originally envisioned.
The Experience
The faculty and staff of the UCF Film Department provided me with key information to
solve some logistical problems before we launched the production. If it were not for the
program, I do not believe I would have had the knowledge or network necessary to build a
skilled production team for this film. The lighting equipment provided was essential; without the
UCF Equipment Room we would not have been able to produce The Miseducation of Simon
Kraus for $11,000. Pursuing a graduate education while producing my first feature film gave
legitimacy to a project that might have been considered frivolous under different circumstances.
I must say that aside from all the practical knowledge, contacts, and direction I received while
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attending the program, I value most this strong sense of creative fulfillment. The Miseducation
of Simon Kraus is everything I wanted it would be and more, and I hope that the film speaks for
itself. However, it is not the film that I hold close, but that intangible mix of pleasure and pain I
experienced throughout the creative process. The highs and lows and long periods of reflection
are what I take with me, and now that this period is drawing to a close I feel a sense of postpartum depression developing. I will never forget the experience of creating The Miseducation
of Simon Kraus.
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CHAPTER TWO: PICTURE

Figure 1: Simon Kraus (Blake Logan) goes for a meditative walk on a beach in Melbourne,
Florida in the first scene of The Miseducation of Simon Kraus.

Figure 2: Simon (Blake Logan) watches his roommate, Evan Maxwell (Daryn Kahn) delve into a
night of marijuana and video games.
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Figure 3: Simon (Blake Logan) has a chance encounter with Katrina McDaniels (Ashley
Galloway) on the beach.

Figure 4: The eccentric "Taliban" Mike (Tan Arcan) commissions Simon (Blake Logan) to paint
a portrait of his ex-girlfriend.
.
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Figure 5: Simon (Blake Logan) waits for "Taliban" Mike's arrival to show him slides of his
newest subject.

Figure 6: Simon (Blake Logan) steps into his own mind to fight his creative block, where he
discovers his newest inspiration in the form of Katrina (Ashley Galloway).
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH MATERIALS
Screenplay
The shooting script of The Miseducation of Simon Kraus is included below. The script
pagination is indicated by the numbers at the top right of each page.
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CHAPTER FOUR: MARKETING PLAN
Overview
While Drama is a broad genre that encapsulates a wide variety of narrative themes, I
believe that The Miseducation of Simon Kraus represents a particular brand of the coming-of-age
story, which highlights apathetic youth in American suburbia. Like Benjamin Braddock, the
protagonist from the classic film The Graduate, Simon Kraus finds himself lost and hopeless
after college graduation, endlessly searching for inspiration and drive while being pulled in
myriad directions by his mentor, friends, and associates.
The Graduate is just one of a plethora of examples of post-graduation stories which have
captured the interest of moviegoers and become box office hits. We believe that The
Miseducation of Simon Kraus will garner interest on the festival circuit, which is the traditional
way independent filmmakers release their films to the world. Still, however, the coming-of-age
story is a common theme in independent film at the low and micro-budget levels and such stories
rarely achieve box office success. Given its genre, I believe it is unlikely that The Miseducation
of Simon Kraus will receive theatrical distribution.
The Festival Circuit
Film Festivals are still coveted by independent filmmakers as that conventional, theatrical
outlet for selling low and no budget projects. Major festivals such as Sundance, Toronto, and
SXSW bring filmmakers in contact with audiences, press, and distribution executives. Naturally,
we will be sending The Miseducation of Simon Kraus to a variety of top-tier and regional
festivals around the world, in an effort to get the attention of distribution companies and sales
reps. Major Hollywood studios have built distribution subsidiaries that aim to acquire
independently produced films. The six major studios are not alone in this venture, for dozens of
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smaller distribution companies around the world seek specialized art house films at festivals each
year.
“New World” Distribution
Independent filmmakers began pioneering new modes of marketing films in the mid-90s.
The team behind The Blair Witch Project utilized a popular festival presence, word-of-mouth
advertising, and viral marketing to achieve notoriety and financial success. In recent years,
guerrilla marketing campaigns have worked wonders for other ultra low-budget films; in 2005,
the indie flick Four Eyed Monsters ran a powerful fundraising campaign online to obtain
finishing and marketing funds for the film. The Four Eyed Monsters team took viral marketing a
step further, in that they were able to use word-of-mouth advertising to self-distribute the film in
a selection of major U.S. cities.
Thus, self-distribution has the potential to bring financial success to independent
producers. Over the last several years, the market has seen a rapid rise in self-distribution, as
more and more filmmakers opt to achieve financial success through DVD sales to major rental
outlets and local theaters.
More and more films are achieving notoriety through television, Video-On-Demand, and
Internet distribution. Specialized cable networks like IFC and the Sundance Channel give voice
to filmmakers through television, making cable and broadcast release viable distribution models
for independent filmmakers. The rapid evolution of movie distribution on the web is quickly
making Internet distribution a strong candidate for profitable film distribution.
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Non-Theatrical Screenings
Given the modest budget of The Miseducation of Simon Kraus, it will be relatively easy
for us to recoup our expenses if we launch a non-theatrical screening campaign in 2011 and
2012. We believe the film’s target audience to be recent college graduates in the 18–30 year old
range. It is our goal to plan a national screening tour while the film premieres at festivals in
2011. Using word-of-mouth advertising and social networking sites, we hope to bring The
Miseducation of Simon Kraus to university venues around the country. Tickets for the screening
will be little or no money, but DVDs and merchandise will be available to purchase before and
after the event.
Post-Production Fundraising
The UCF-Enzian Fund proved vital to our production fundraising campaign, in that it
offered contributors the chance to make tax-deductable donations to our film. This incentive
allowed us to receive sizeable donations from friends and family and meet our budgetary goal.
Virtually every donation received was submitted to the Enzian Fund in 2009.
In September of 2010, we launched a month-long fundraising campaign via
Kickstarter.com, to generate funds for music licensing and marketing costs. Kickstarter has
proven to be quite the force in the world of grassroots fundraising in that it allows users to create
a project profile, set a fundraising goal, and a timeframe to reach that goal. Our profile featured
a trailer of The Miseducation of Simon Kraus, and many cast, crew, friends, and family
encouraged the community to donate. By October 8, we had achieved our $3,500 fundraising
goal.
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Sample Poster

Figure 7: Poster image for The Miseducation of Simon Kraus, featuring title character Simon
Kraus (Blake Logan).
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APPENDIX K: SAMPLE CREW DEAL MEMO
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The crew contract above was signed by the following individuals:
1. Alex Bowser, Casting Director. Signed December 1, 2009.
2. Jayson Caissie, Grip. Signed December 1, 2009.
3. Marco Cordero, Cinematographer. Signed November 11, 2009.
4. Doug Campbell, Set Builder. Signed November 30, 2009.
5. Ian Hernand, Production Designer. Signed November 24, 2009.
6. Kaysee Jay Paulk, Assistant Editor. Signed November 24, 2009.
7. Kenneth Lemons, Sound Mixer. Signed November 11, 2009.
8. Rob Murphy, Boom Operator. Signed December 11, 2009.
9. Cris Mertens, First Assistant Camera. Signed December 9, 2009.
10. Nelson Mestril, Second Assistant Camera. Signed November 24, 2009.
11. Lizbeth Ortiz, Script Supervisor. Signed November 16, 2009.
12. Fred Pryor, Art Director. Signed, December 3, 2009.
13. Matthew Richards, First Assistant Camera. Signed November 25, 2009.
14. Caitlyn Snyder, Makeup & Wardrobe. Signed November 11, 2009.
15. Carla Tamma, Production Designer. Signed November 18, 2009.
16. Jacob M. Williams, Boom Operator. Signed December 9, 2009.
17. James Holden, Producer. Signed November 11, 2009.
18. Kristen Baker, Producer. Signed March 24, 2010.

191

APPENDIX L: SAMPLE CAST AGREEMENT
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The cast contract above was signed by the following individuals:
1. Larry Anderson, Signed October 31, 2009.
2. Tan Arcan, Signed December 3, 2009.
3. Alex Bowser, Signed December 1, 2009.
4. Richard Cravens, Jr., Signed November 8, 2009.
5. Janelle Figueroa, Signed December 11, 2009.
6. Ashley Galloway, Signed October 31, 2009.
7. Steve Hansen, Signed November 13, 2009.
8. Daryn Kahn, Signed December 2, 2009.
9. Eric D. Kuritzky, Signed November 23, 2009.
10. Danielle Lilley, Signed October 31, 2009.
11. Alvin Y. Wang, Signed November 19, 2009.
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APPENDIX M: SAMPLE LOCATION AGREEMENT
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The location agreement above was signed by the following individuals/firms:
1. Burnett Honors College, Signed November 30, 2009.
2. Grandeville Apartments, Signed December 4, 2009.
3. UCF, Libra Showroom. Signed November 3, 2009.
4. UCF Parking Services, Signed November 23, 2009.
5. Rosen Plaza Hotel, Signed November 11, 2009.
6. Super Flea, “Sunshine,” TonyVelez (Owner), Signed November 6, 2009.
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APPENDIX N: LOCATION AGREEMENT, UCF CEM
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APPENDIX O: LOCATION AGREEMENT, MPD
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APPENDIX P: INSURANCE CERTIFICATES
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APPENDIX Q: EQUIPMENT RENTAL CONTRACTS
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